DOCUNENT RESUNE

ED 338 385 PS 019 962

AUTHOR Chavez, Maria D.

TITLE Risk Factors and the Process of Empowerment. Bernard
van Leer Foundation Studies and Evaluation Papers
1.

INSTITUTION Bernard van Leer Foundation, The Hagque
(Netherlands).

REPORT NO ISSN-0925~-2983

PUB DATE Jul S1

NOTE 19p.

PUB TYPE Reports - Descriptive (141)

EDRS PRICE NFO1/PCO1 Plus Postage.

DESCRIPTORS *At Risk Persons; Hispanic Americans; Intervention;
»Parent Participation; =sParent Role; sParent School
Relationship; Preschool Education; Problem Solving;
*Program Implementation; =Staff Role

IDENTIFIERS New Mexico (Albuquerque); =Parent Empowerment

ABSTRACT

In 1885, the Early Childhood and Family Education
Program (ECFEP) established a preschool in a Hispanic neighborhood in
Albuquerque, New Mexico. This paper discusses the risks for families
in this community, and the ways in which these risks can be countered
by an empowerment process model. The operation of the preschool is
intended to empower parents. At the beginning of the school year,
parents are timid at meetings with staff; but by the end of the year,
parents are developing their own agendas and initiating their own
tasks. The ECFEP has been able to facilitate this empowerment process
because it has been concerned with the strengths of families and
individuals, and gquided by the respectful intervention process as
described by Father Pantin in this document. As parents become
empowered in the process of operating their preschool,. they pass
SucCessively through several steps; they become observers, learners,
collaborators, teachers, leaders, and finally, change agents. Members
of the staff evolve from change agents to observers. The research
literature on risk factors is reviewed, and risk assessment models
are discussed. These models include an additive model and a model of
accretion of risks over time. The process of empowerment is
illustrated by three case studies. (BC)

le*%*l*t*%*%**R***Rt*t*k****t*tﬁ*********k*ttﬁ*****R**t*******t*t****r

* Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made *

* from the original document. %
**t*t**ﬁs*x**tt***l%ﬂn*ttt*x******ttt*tk*******tkt**t**tl*ttt**t*******




U.S. DEMRTANINT OF EDUCATION
ONca of Educetional B A AN [MOOVTe

EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION
CENTER (ERIC)

0O The S0cumant has beend repioduced A
rOCHdid (1O THE DENEON Of OXJENIBLON
QI ting it

Minor Changes have Deen made (¢ \mprove
reoroducton quaity

Bemard van Leer Foundation + Ponrs ofvem o oovors sered mthes doce

MEnT SO NG NECISETHY HODIeMENt OMCi
OERI poetion Of POMCY

Studies and Evaluation Papers
1

EDE38385

Risk factors
and the
process of empowerment

Maria D. Chavez

Early Childhood And Family Education Program
University of New Mexico
College of Education
Albuquerque, New Mexico
United States of America

"PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS
MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

e\

-4 Rudly
-
O

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) -

G The Hague, Th:QI:cthcrlands BEST cnpy AVAILABLE




Editorial history

Risk Factors and the Process of Empowerment has not
been previously published. Portions of this paper were
initially prepared and presented at a planning session for
an international at-risk study conference, organized by
the Organization for Economic Co-Operation and
Development (OECD) and the Center for Educational
Research and Innovation (CERI) in Paris, France, on
January 17-18, 1989,

The two graphic models of the empowerment process
(Figures 1 and 2) were originally used in the Early
Childhood and Family Education Program’s Phase 1]
proposal to the Bernard van Leer Foundation in 1987,
These models were also included in the author’s doctoral
dissertation, Parental Involvement of Low-income
Hispanic Parents in a Pre-school Education Program
and their Children' s Cognitive Development (1988), and
were later re-designed for inclusion in this paper.

The three case studies included here were developed
specifically for this paper. They have not previously been
rekeased in any form,
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About the project

The experiences in this paper are drawn from the evolving work in a low income area of Albuguerque, New Mexico
where the Early Childhood and Family Education Program (ECFEP) has, since 1985, worked with Hispanic families.
ECFEP provides pre-school education for children aged three to five in four pre-schools in the community, and involves
the parents as teachers on a rotation basis. Additionally, ECFEP offers support to parents through home visits, informal
adult education and classes in English as a Second Language, counselling, a family support group, access to0 higher
educstion opportunities as well as direct support from an inter-agency team with a myriad of services which, among
others, address issues of health, social, legal, housing, language, women and children and unemployment.

The project is funded by the Bemard van Leer Foundation in collaboration with the University of New Mexico's
College of Education, The basic intent of ECFEP is to activate the resources of homes, local services and the community
to support young Hispanic children's healthy development, and at the same time, seek to enable families to help
themselves. Additionally, the project supports parent and para-professional development and influences early childhood
and family educational policies in New Mexico, and intemationally.

Since its inception, the project’s concentration on empowering Hispanic parents has influenced city and state policy and
practice in early childhood and parent education. ECFEP’s experience has already been emulated outside of New Mexico
by various other projects, and its ideas have been cited extensively in publications. Its social value lics in the fact that
parents with restricted or minimal ability to suppost their own or their children’s development have, during a sustained
exposure to the programme, become better able to control their environment and as a result are now more productive
and self-sufficient members of sociely.
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RISK FACTORS
AND THE
PROCESS OF EMPOWERMENT

The label *at-risk’ is currently in high fashion. An immense amay of individuals,
including newbom babies, pre-school- and school-aged chikdren, adolescents,
parents and the elderly, are proclaimed at-risk by daily stories in the media, and
the factors which determine their perceived risks are the topics of countless
articles in professional journals and discussions by politicians and task forces.
But what precisely is meant by the label ‘at-risk’? How can the wealth of
avuilable information be practically applied to assist at-risk populations, and
what constitutes ‘success’ in such an endeavor?

This paper addresses these questions as they apply to one community, from the
perspective of one program working successfully within that community.
Empowerment — defined here ss the process of encouraging parents and children to
recognize and maximize their inherent strengths, and 10 use these strengths to st
their own agendas for their lives - is examined within various contexts: the
program’s current success and its historical evolution; the factors in the environment
that place families at risk, along with the ways in which these may be effectively
countered by empowerment process models; and applicatory case studies.

Implementation

The Early Childhood and Family Education Program (ECFEP) began work
through the process which Father Pantin! has called ‘respectful intervention’ —
that is, staff members knocked on doors throughout the neighborhood and asked,
in essence, *How can we help you?’

The answer, when it finally appeared, was pre-school education. Parents in this
volatile community were beset by environmental concerns, and saw education as
the primary antidote to the risk factors surrounding their familics. They were
concerned that their children did well in school, that they obtained the readiness
skills necessary for formal education, that they became proficient in both English
and Spanish languages, and that they eventually became productive citizens in
society at large.

Accordingly, Escuelita Alegre pre-school was established in the fall of 1985,
supported and extended by parental involvement, home visits and parent group
meetings. The pre-school curriculum, largely directed by parents’ involvement
in predicting the outcomes they wanted for their children, emphasizes bilingual
language development, multicultural socialization and content, and a
developmental approach to kearning through play.

There is now some statistical evidence that children are gaining from their
participation in the pre-school. A formal study of the cognitive development of
children enrolled in Escuelita Alegre showed a significant gain in cognitive test



scores when compared with children enrolled in an academically similar
program without parental involvement.2 Moreover, informal communication
with staff of the local clementary schools indicates that program graduates are
notably well prepared academically and well adjusted socially. Teachers are also
impressed with the levels of school involvement shown by parents formerly with
ECFEP; three of the four PTA officers in one elementary school servicing the
South Broadway community are parents of Escuelita Alegre graduates.

2 Chivaz, M.D. (1969). Parantal inohsmentof  The reasons for the program'’s apparent effectiveness in also enriching family life

Low-hcome Hispanic Fwaris e would seem to include the quality of personal relationships and the positive role
m mmm:nﬂgs models for both men and women provided within the program. The quality of the
:!m;:ﬂm : University of learning environment benefits from the good adult-child ratios ensured by the active
FWNRxe0. parent involvement in the classroom, together with the use of foster grandpareats, as

well as the natural, unforced approach to bilingual and cultural activities.

Parent empowerment

Although the pre-school forms the program's operational nucleus, today the
process of empowerment as it relates to the ECFEP model is most evident in the
adult group meetings. All parents of Escuelita Alegre children belong to the
parent organization. In formal meetings led by elected parent officers, these
parents guide content and policy for the pre-school and provide one another with
a support group for the empowerment process.

These meetings also serve to formulate a framework which guides staff in the
provision of services. After parents decide on outcomes, the staff assist them in
developing activitics that will address the parents’ expectations.

At the beginning of the school year, most new parents arc timid and passive,
waiting to be told what to do and leaving all the talking to the program staff. By
the end of the year, however, it is the staff who ask the parents permission for
the opportunity to speak. Parznts develop their own agendas and initiate and
carry out their own tasks. They create and circulate the project newsletter, and
assume the critical roles in decision making,

This past year, for example, the parent group, without staff input, decided (o hold a
gradustion ceremony for pre-schoolers ‘graduating’ into the public kindergarten.
They formed commitiees and worked at raising funds. The ceremony snowbaled
into a massive community event, with a rented auditorium, printed invitations and
programs, formal speecises and entertainment. Public officials and the news media
were invited, and a proclamation was issued by the mayor's office proclaiming the
dase as ‘Escuelita Alegre Day’.

Parents enrolled in the program are also gaining confidence and control in other
areas of their lives. Parents who dropped out of school are going back to obtain
their Graduation Equivalency Diploma (GED) cestificates. Others are seeking
specialized job training, and some have enrolled in the local univessity.
Community action is becoming a reality: program parents have petitioned the
city school board to obtain beiter transportation for their older children, the
police department for more effective patrolling, the city waste management
division for neighborhood clean-up services, and the neighborhood public
schools 1o establish parent-teacher associations.

Parents independently raise funds and seek donations for special pre-school
events which the ECFEP budget cannot cover. In short, as illustrated by the case
study of Laura (se¢ page 4), they are beginning to make demands and seek
solutions to concems in their lives which are, on the surface, unrelated to
educational goals for their children. They are becoming empowered.
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Empowerment does not happen instantaneously. Father Pantin vividly describes
the slow process of empowerment in a West Indies project:3

... youask the now traditional ... question: *How can I help you?’
and you are given 8 variety of requests, some of which are
genuine, others being more in the nature of a test to see whether
you are genuine. ... You come back a few days later to report on
the homework given you by the group: you have obtained jobs
for ‘Big Red’, ‘Shooter’ and ‘Ball’; you have secured the use of
a school hall for the group to have a fundraising dance. ... There
is grudging agreement that you have tried and the dialogue
deepens: what they really want is a basketball court! . .. Eachtime
a goal has been achieved they come up with another scheme,
another idea, which is what they really want. Because what they
really want is to become independent men and women in their
ownright, to make their own decisions and to have access to those
structures of power, influence and finance, which are essential
factors in getting anything accomplished in this modem world.

Similarly, when parents in the South Broadway community were asked the
question, ‘How can we help you?', they began to function as decision makers,
Over time, parents participating in ECFEP who were asked to teach children in a
pre-school setting, design curriculum, and set policy for the pre-school, began to
see themselves as people with the ability and power to accomplish these tasks.,

What the South Broadway residents really wanted was a pre-school program for
their children. They knew the risks inherent in their environment, and saw
education as a way out. This perception and the hope for a better future implicit
within it was a strength, and ECFEP used this strength as the pivotal point for
action. Parents knew that local children tend to fail or underachieve in the school
system and believed that by preparing children socially and educationally for
school, they would be less likely to drop out early or tum to drugs. They saw
from their own lives that education holds the key to improving life chances.

Risk factors: a community perspective

ECFEP's successes did not occur overnight. The story of the program's evolution,
like the stories of enrolled parents, is a story of empowemment, and illustrates its
slow and enlightening growth over time.

In the beginning, the ECFEP staff had no specific plans for program activities, and
little knowledge of the South Broadway neighborhood beyond its generally
violent reputation in the city. South Broadway was known to be a low-income
area, and to support a high percentage of black and Hispanic residents. Tension
existed between these groups, and to some degree between the indigenous
Hispanic population and the growing numbers of Hispanic immigrants from
Mexico and Central America. Unemployment was high, and educational test
scores were low. News reports on the area were full of gang fighting, drug raids,
and rampant alcobolism.

From this perspective, the neighborhood was considered ‘at-risk’, and the staf¥,
then comprised of academics from the Jocal university, was there to ‘help’.
According to the traditions of social welfare in the United States, this goal is
generally addressed by imposing a highly defined model on the populace,
designed to remedy a list of specific deficiencies and attended by rigid objectives
and quantifiable criteria for evaluation, Indeed many such programs had tried
and failed to remedy the community’s many risk factors, and the people were
left with a legacy of distrust for those secking to help them. In the beginning, the
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question ‘How can we help you?® was not infrequently answered by blank stares
or polite disengagement.

ECFEP boasted two immiediate advantages over its predecessars in the South
Broadway community:

a) it was concemned not with the weaknesses of its target population
but with the strengths inherent in families and individuals; and

b) it was guided by the Bemard van Lecr Foundation, whose
methods, again, have been best put forth by Father Pantin of
Trinidad:4

Pantin {1888}, op cit ... never presume that you know the needs and prioritics
of people; confess your utier ignorance of their back-
ground, the way their minds work, the reasons for their
attitudes, and ask them how they would like you to heip.

This is a difficult task for academics, whose educational and professional
training and achievements have led them to view themselves as expernts in
possession of the answers, Morcover, the task of answering the question, *How
can we help you?' is difficult for people long conditioned by food stamps and
welfare workers io cut through a red-tape system and take what they can get. Yet
ECFEP's success in working for and with its target community was a direct result

By ‘ ,
ey, st falﬁnada, Liato to raise hiet childre
nd, to°add to har burdens, she hid to pmvide
care and sheiter for her motnerand hér mother’s
urient’ husband, bath savere a#cohokc& The

The w:-:s- {ractor's expsrience during a ho
sit 10 Laura's famiy er siustion

ura's

of her life and axtrémely nmud of harrecen
duatio ivalency diploma

tanze frcsm her cﬁiidrsm ‘she. aatdom hgggsd,-a._ !nthe meantime, l.sura ‘¢ children hadtorn upthe
fsughed o ptayed with them, ‘and raférred to.. sctivity kit which taure had devaloped, Sesing
them-as ‘the brats’, Yat she did not want to lose - -this, Laura’s mother turned on the childran-and
thern to thair fathior, the boytriendwithwhom she . . threatenad 1o beat them with 8 balt prominantly
no longer lived, Despite his bestings, which she .-f:_gi,coi!ed on the table.” Noticing ths look on the
did not ‘have the ‘courage to counter, she was.  dirsctor’s face, she sald, ‘1 keup it hare to make
com:emed a&mut what woutd happen to them in' “theim mind.” Evidently she wanted it known that
his care. o . T she didn't actuany use the he!t on thec:hi(dren
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of the program's determination to scek out strengths and to leam from and with
participating families and individuals in the community.

There is no question that familics living in the South Broadway community are
‘atrisk’. Most of the staff’s initial impressions about the community have proved
accurate: family income levels are extremely low, with nearly half of the
familics participating in the program living on less than $6,000 per year.® (In
1987-8, the federally-defined poverty level was $11,208 per year for a family of
four - our sample's average family size.)® Many familics from Mexico and
Central America do not have citizenship papers and live in constant fear of the
law. Home visits have occasionally shown us parents who have nothing in the
house to eat, who are victims of drugs and alcohol, who are driven to beating
their spouses and children. Children have come to the pre-school 100 hungrv 9
leam, or bearing the scars of abuse,

Chévez {1888), op cit Despite these obvious conditions, ECFEP has choscn o recognize and work with
the strengths of those it serves, rather than their vulnerabilities. The risk factors

Unted Statas Department of Agnculture . . . .

{1887) Department of Human Sgrvices. described above are environmental, not inherent; people are placed at risk by the

Supplement 400-A Washington. oc Human  conditions in which they live” and by further risk factors represented by their

Services Fagistar lack of knowledge about how 10 change or overcome these conditions,

Morgan. H (1988} Personal communcaton  individually and as a group. It is evident that people who live ‘on the edge’ are
by definition survivors, that they have inherent strengths which sustain them
through difficult times. ECFEP secks out and nurtures these strengths, and uses
them as a platform on which to begin the compiex process of empowerment. The
case of Janet (sec page 6) illustrates this point.

Lsura, extramaly embarrassed, apologized for A group crafts project showed us that Laura
the situstion in general and proceeded with the = possessed considerable srtistic telent, and we
planned activity with her children.'When the began to ask her assistance in providing artwork
diractor toak a picture of the family engaged in .and calligraphy for the program. We bought her

‘the activity, the children were fascinated by the _ a set of calligraphy pens, and with practice her

_brats’ and more about “my childran’, She began
to inake frivnds with other

camera. The director explained the camera to  ability increased. Laurs voluntaered to help usin
them and sliowsd sach to take a picture, and the  the office with light typing and clerical work. On
visit ended on a somewhat happler note.  our recommendation, shae was accepted for a
Sl e Ty e el s hposition in 8 nearby child day care facility, using
Laurs’s perssverancs in the face of these over-.  skills she had iearned in the pra-school.
to “har ampowarment, ECFEP assisted her in - At this point Laura’s sensa of gmpowerment
Iesarning (0 maximiza this strangth by heiping her: be?an 10 pick up speed, Although shs worked
to break down har problems into ‘manageabls . full-tims, ‘she ‘anrolied in avening clesses and
goals, pose questions, identify desired solutions, eventuslly passed the GED high school diploma
andreflscton heractions. Thestaffdemonstrated - examination. Even though this required sitting
effective mathods of positive discipline for her - the exam four separate times and three
children {(as.in the exampie abovel. Most ~disappointing feilures, Laura's strong
importantly, by befriending her, the staff  perseverance would not allow herto give up until
regr;f?md her growing belief in herself and her  sha had attained the covated diploms,
abilities, B R i D NI N ot

e e o Although both her children have now gradusted
Laura began to take control of her . from the pre-school, Laura still visits our offices
equently to talk. Sha has becoms & caring,
urturing parant whe is invalvsd in herchildron's
ves. Although “she still suffers houts of
apression” and: axparisnces difficult setbacks,
Haren, She bey he knows that whatsver may happen in her life,

make frionds y Fparents and 10 share * - shewill havethe strangthta addrass it Forisura,
idess on dctivitias for the children with the pre-  the pracess of empowarment bas meant finding
' n ' ] ead.

life. She began to care mors shout her
appesrance, and 1o raise horhead and look at us
while talking. She bagan 1o spesk up in meetings
of the ‘parent group. We haard lexs about the
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Risk factors: a research perspective

The risk factors so rampant in Janet's life are cxtremely pervasive. Many
researchers have enumerated the environmental and situational conditions which
place families and children at risk of emotional damage. Hetherington and Cox }
Elliow.” and Wallerstein! all examined the alienating effects of divorce on
parcnts and children, and Clapp'! found a distir«t relationship between divorce
and child suicide rates. Poverty has been sig_zniﬁcamly correlated with child
abuse and other forms of family violence.!!3 Meanwhile, the Connecticut State
Board of Education'* estimated that by 1990 ncarly one child in four in the
United States will live in a single-parent houschold, and that one-half of these
houscholds will have tacomes below the federally<defined poventy level.

Other factors place children at risk for educational failure. It has been estmated
that children in the United States spend twice as much time watching television
as they spend in school,!® a practice which has been associated with increased
aggression,!6 social stereotyping,!” and lowered academic and 1Q scores. ' It is
hecoming increasingly evident that the placement tests by which students arc
labeled at-risk educationally asscss only a narrow range of skills and ignore an
array of other cqually valid abilities which students bring to the classroom.
Gardner!® outlined seven common leaming styles, only one of which is
addressed by traditionai school curricula and assessment measures. The
designers of these tests do not, in general, recognise other cultures’ lcaming
styles or resources as valid, Unfortunately, as Richardson-Koehler2C noted, once
a child has been labeled at-risk, the label is very difficult to lose. This, in tum,
has negative cffects on self-concept and the extent to which a child is willing to
try again, as this always risks further failure.

Some research has concentrated on assessing the effects of expectations as risk
factors for children and adults, particularly with regard to self-estecem, It has
been frequently observed thai children who are told that they are ‘bad’ begin to
behave in a way that is consistent with this label. There is also evidence that

Casa Stqdv: Janet

Janet's teonage years had been a struggle to
survive. After dropping out of 8 school system
which she feit had iittle to offer her, she had
movad in with ber boyfriend, Ron, who was ten

sars her senior, and at 17 hag given birth to her

rst child, To please Ron, she started to smoke
marijuana, and svantually, in her words, she
“triad the hard stuff - heroin. Two more children
ware born of the relstionship, end sithough Jsnet
stopped using drugs for 8 whils during her preg-
nancles, fearing for the bablas, she returned to
tham sfter the birth, By 20 Jenet was 8 mother of
three, and still a child herself.

Like many Hispanics inthe South Brosdway com-
munity, Janet was fortunate in having a strong
and caring extanded family. This, along with her
sharp inteliect, was her primary strength. Family
members tried constently to intervene in Janst's
iife. Somatimes, briefly, they would be successful
in getting her to reflact on her situation and
atteampt to make 8 change, but these interludes
ware short-lived. Her relationship with Ron and
her dependence on drugs were like 8 roller-
coastar ride, and she could not seam to
disembark. :

Janet's sister became involved with ECFEP during
its first tentative activities in the community, and
sha began to bring Janet to ECFEP's initial series
of parenting mestings. The family was now
desperately concerned about her, and honed that

- ECFEP would be abie to help.

This was no easy task. The staff's initisl attempts
to befriend Janet and engags her in dialogue
wers mat by cynicism gnd overf hostility. Sha
began responding to our gfforts whon she ssw
that wa fistened to what she had to ssy and acted
on her suggestions, Staff members asked her
how they could help, reinforced her positive
sttempts, and helped her to roalize that her
contributions wers important. Like an extended
family, we provided support without judgement.
We ‘played’ with her, using & light-handed,
humorous approach. Behind the cynical exterior
we found an intelligent and analytical mind with
much to say on the neads of the community.

Janet's relationship with her youngest child,
Sandra, was a8 source of much stress 10 her. She
loved the child deeply, and yet their relationship
was very difficult: Sandre whimpered, cried, and

1u
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children fulfill less explicit expectations. In one study,21 rescarchers randomly
divided a group of children with average 1Q scores into two groups. Privately
they advised teachers that children in the first group had been assessed as gifted,
and that those in the second group showed evidence of leaming disability.
Testing the children six months later, the researchers found that 1Q scores had

risen significantly for children in the group labeled ‘gified” and had dropped for

17 Grsanberg B8'S (1982) Television and Rols
Socialuation An Overview' Jownel of
Soca Isswas, 42 7-77

18 National lnstitute of Mental Health, {1882),
cpcit

those labeled ‘lcarning disabled’, even though the children themselves were not
explicitly aware of their designations.

Thus expectations imposed by parents, teachers, and other authority figures may

have a profound predictive impact on children's behavior, and possibly on their

19 Gardner,H {1983} Frames of Mind Tha
Theory of Muftipls knta/figances New York
Crane Publishing

20 Richardson-Koshlar V {nd ) Fffactas
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potential for growth. Moreover, the process of labeling a child at-risk may be
based on vague or biased criteria. In their study of special education placement,
Mchan, Hertwick and Meihls?? observed that;

... the teacher’s decision to refer students is only partially
grounded in the students’ behavior. It is grounded also in the
categories that the teacher brings to the interaction, including
expectations for academic performance and norms for
appropnate classroom conduct. ... The teachers’ norms were
established, in part, by the rest of the students in their classrooms,
Thus, they were only able to pay attention to a centain number of
‘problem’ students at one time. As one teacher pointed out, if a

new student enters with greater problems than the rest of the
at-nisk students, that student will be added to the list and another

taken off.

Assessing risk factors

Given the wide variety of conditions which place children and familics ag risk,
how can actual risk factors be assessed for a panticular individual? Obviously

clung to Janet whila she tried to participate in
ECFEP mgetings. The child’s response to any input
was an amiphatic ‘nol’; and her frequent temper
tantrums, during which she would throw herseif
on the fioor while banging her head, feet and
hands, wers interruptions for all of us. Janet
rescted to this behavior pattarn by alternating
betwean anger and letting Sandra have her way.

As Janst continued 1o attend the ECrEP meetings,
the staff doalt with Sendra’s negative behaviorin

a consistent manner: they would wait passively

until her tantrums were over and she had con-
trolled herself and then provide her with a choice
of positive sctivities. Over the first four months
the tantrums ascalsted. Gradually, however, the
child’s behavior began to improve.

The staff's controlled, unvarying response to
Sandra’s whining and tantrums impressed Janet,
and she began to emuiate the approsch. The
positive progress of both mother and chiid
becems reciprocal, and each began to blossom.

While Sandra galned steadlly in social skills and
language development, Janet became 8 com-

mitted member of the initial ECFEP parent group.
Her sharp perceptions of community needs were
instrumental in the establishment of both Es-
cuelita Alegre and the assoclated parent organiz-
ation. She became a committad sdvocate for the
program and accepted the necessity of making
positive decisions for ong’s own life,

In her personal life, Janet transiated this phil-
osophy inta action. Sha mads g ¢clgan break with
Ron, and attempted to wasn herself from drug
dependency, although this remains 8 constant
battlo in her life. She ottained her 6&D, snd has
remained consistently involved in har ¢hildren’s
education through frequent classroom visits, As
soon as Sandra is in school on 8 full-time basis,
she intends to get a job.

Currently Janet is contemplating marriage to a

-man who, according to har family, trests her and

her children exceptionaily well. She is not rugh-
ing into this relationship, howaver. Her ‘cold feet’,
s sha cslls this period of refiection onthe marviage
issua, are arasult of her now well-devaloped skills
in critically examining her reslity and making her
own decisions for herself and her family.
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irreparsble damage to those who experience them. Most social service workers
can point $0 numerous examples of strong, well-balanced persons who have
experienced traumatic events, as well as to shattered persons whose life
experiences appear 1o have been relatively smooth. Again, children tesied and
labeled ‘at-risk’ in the school system do not inevitably fail in society: Einstein,
Beethoven and Edison were all considered hopelessly incompetent by their
teachers,

Gamble and Zigler? proposed an additive model for environmental risk factors
in child development:

23. Gambdie, T.J. and Zigier, E. {1968). ‘Effects of As the number and strength of negative environmental encounters
Infant Day Care: Another Look &t the increase, there is a greater likelihood foe negative impact on a
Orthopsychiatry, 58:26-41. child, For example, poor-quality day care places a child at risk

for negative outcomes. ... His [or her] risks increase if he [or she)
begins such care in his [or her] first ycar. The risk of negative
outcomes rises further if he [or she] also comes from a stressful
home. His [or her) risks grow further still if his [or her] parents
are neglectful, and so on,

Sameroff 24 however, considered a cumulative model too simplistic to describe
the relationship between environment and individual:

!} m. Fllgm.F'EMy?!nfbomn on Any truly transactional mode! must stress the plastic character of
' - Fact or rancy the environment and of the organism as an active participant in
Meril-Paimes Quarary, 21 W) its own growth. From this position, the child’s responsc is thought
to be more than a simple reaction to his [or ber] environment.
Instead, he [or she] is thought to be actively engaged in attempis
to organise and structure his [or her] world. The child is, in this
view, in a perpetual state of active re-organisation. ... The child
alters his [or her! environment, and in tum is altcred by the
changed world he [or she] has created.

Applying such a model to the family context, the Bernard van Leer Foundation
has noted the importance of understanding that influences accrete over a period
of time before producing responses: *.... it is clear that the influence that parents
and children have on each other — and on others — is not an instantaneous
reaction. “Influence”, or “change”, arises over an "accretion” of messages that,
as it were, pile up until the argument for “being influenced™ becomes
irresistible.’23

25. Bemard van Law Foundation (1988) Awmary  Clearly there is no mathematical formula by which risks to individual
gmm gnffmm’ Thaory development posed by environmental conditions can be predicied. Rather, the
' model through which risk accretes is a complex one through which a particular
risk factor may be magnified or minimized by age, developmental level,
previous experience, inherent character, and the status of the total environment.
The fact that risk factors are present in the environment does not necessarily
mean that an individual - or a family - is at risk,

Empowerment: a process model

This ambiguity in assessing risk factors creates a need for specific qualities in
ECFEP staff, Much of the empowerment process as vicwed through ECFEP's
mode! is dependent upon personalities ~ both those of the staff members and
those of the participating parents. The staff™s sensitivity and intuition in grasping
and relating to the individual personalities of participating parents are critical
factors in the program’s success. The role of the staff in the empowerment
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process requires that they are able to assess accurately the strengths of eacn
parent and the risk factors impacting his or her life, and to determine what
approach is needed to move the parent toward first, setting his or her own
priorities, and second amriving at his or her own solutions.

To complicate the matter further, a constantly shifting population of parents
eniering and exiting the program creates shifls in the ‘group personality’ of the
parent group as &8 whole, so that an approach that worked well in the past may
not be applicable in the future, For example, parents involved in the program last
year were gencrally reticent as a group; they moved at a relatively slow pace and
preferred 1o concentrate their decision making on issues specifically related to
the education of their children in the pre-s_hool. This year's parents are much
more interested in making an impact on the political and economic forces that
affeci their parenting role. These parents have involved themselves in presenting
seminars to educational organizations and they testified before the New Mexico
Legislative Education Study Commitice in an attempt to make society aware of
the need to create an ambience where empowerment can ake place.

In practical tenms, this means that there can be no blueprint for parent
empowerment cven within a single program. Rather, it is an individualistic
approach to specific characteristics of the situation and the personality of the
individual and/or group which lends credence to success. The overall strength of
the ECFEP program model derives from its flexible and personal approach, in
which each parent, each child and each family is scen as a unique and worthy

Figura 1: Flow chart model of parents’ conceptual development
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individual, and from its emphasis on strengths rather than weaknesses. It is a
model for a process of building, rather than one of dissection and analysis.

In its proposal to the Bemerd van Leer Foundation for 8 second operational
phase (1987), ECFEP presented a graphic model of the process of empowerment

through which parents seem to evolve as they participate in the program. The
mode! is also useful as a guide to the staff’s role in this process. Figure 1

describes the movement of parents from the familiar, passive role in receiving
services to the unfamiliar role of change agents requesting services based on
self-perceived neods and desires. It also indicates the reciprocal manner in which
they, as change agents, assist in the repetition of this process as new parents
enter the program. The process is integral to the program components — the
pre-school, the home visits, and the parent organization. Yet empowerment is
also a component in its own right.

In practical terms, the cmpowerment process described in Figure 1 may be seen
as an approach to problem-solving. In order to become empowered, one must
define an agenda - a series of prioritics in one’s own life, the lives of family
members, the community as a whole. One must become able to articulate these
prioritics and to define a perspective for the reality which they represent. Then
one must be able to envisage a range of specific solutions and to select
responsibly from this range a specific strategy one wisiis (o pursue. A third step
is to translate planning into action. Finally, it is absolutely necessary that onc
tgke time to reflect on the process which has occurred, to evaluate both the
process and the results, and to abstract and internalize the lessons taught by the
entire experience.

Parental development

Problem solving is a strong element in the meetings of the project’s parents’
organization. In organizational procedures, agendas are specified, solutions are
sought and voted upon, tasks are broken down and addressed by committees, and
results are submitted for the review and evaluation of the group as a whole. This
also occurs constantly in the other program components,

In home visits, staff members listen to parents’ concems and, through reflective
listening techniques, assist them in articulating problems, setting goals,
anticipating outcomes, and evaluating strategics. Through their work in the
pre-schools, parents must use this process constantly as they work with small
and large groups of children, discuss their perceptions with staff members, and
devise curricular sctivities. Problem solving is a universal and flexible technique
which carries over into all aspects of families’ lives, and through which they
attain the self-confidence and self-accepted ability which are synonymous with
cmpowerment.

Figure 2 provides a model of the hierarchy through which parents move from the
familiar role of passive observation to the unfamiliar one of active agent for
change along a series of evolutionary levels:

a. Observer. This stage is exemplified by parents who simply want
to view the happenings or occurrences in the program. It is a
passive stage of leaming,

b. Learner: At this stage the parent takes an active leaming role in
the program by working with teachers, staff and/or other parents,
but generally wishes to be told what to do. This stage, also, is
relatively passive.
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c. Collaborator, Parents work in concent with staff, both giving and
receiving assistance. At this point, parents begin 0 transcend
their passive orientation and to assimilate a team approach to the
program.

d. Teacher. Parents begin to take the lead in the pre-school activities
and home visit demonstrations. They actively seek out effective
methods and/or materials to use with their children.

¢. Leader: This stage leads to greater involvement in the lives of
others in the program, and in creating and implementing policy
for programmatic issues. Parents at this level may wish to hold
office in the parent organization and become more active in

f. Change Agent: At the highest level of empowerment parents
demonstrate a critical awareness of their roles in the community
and question the methodologics of institutions. They do not
hesitate to involve themselves in implementing change and
constantly revamp their personal situations and those of their
community, secking ways to improve them. They believe in
themselves.

It should be noted that a parent may enter the program at any one of the
aforementioned stages, and not all parents become active change sgents by the
time they exit the program. Some parents are eager from the beginning to teach
in the pee-school, while for others it is initially very difficult even to enter the
classroom. Different parents have different perceptions and skills, and each must
be viewed as an individual by the staff.

The stages depicted in Figure 2 are defined in broad terms which are by no
means fixed. They provide & useful framework for viewing the program’s
process and determining the approach to use in a given situation, depending on
the evolution of the individual parent and the expertise of the individual staff
member. As parents ascend the kevels of involvement and empowerment, staff
descends. For example:

Figurs 2: Hierarchy of parent/staff participation and change
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a. As parents observe, siaff members act as change agenis
intervening in their lives by means of posing questions which
encourage parents to examing their life situations and determine
how they wish to be assisted.

b. As parents become learners, siaff members lead them into the
empowerment process by listening intently to their suggestions
and, upon request, pointing out options.

c. As staff members teach, parents begin the process of
collaboration with them and teach staff through the medis of their
cultural lifestyles and values.

d. As parents lead, staff members learn how to become an integral
part of the parents” reality.

c. As parents become active change agents in their children’s lives
and in the community, staffl members observe the process,
gleaning information to heip other families and 1o articulate the
program muodel.

R
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The case of Elizabeth illustraies the movement of a parent through the defined
levels of the parent empowerment model, along with the staff"s reciprocal

pattern of response.

Limitations and individual differences

The ECFEP model appears to be successful on the whole, but none of its
individual components works well with all families. As we have observed,
parents motivated through the empowerment process to find jobs or go to school
may find that these activities interfere with the requirement for parental
involvement in the pre-school. Very poor families and those experiencing
problems with substance abuse, violence, and so on, sometimes feel threatencd
by home visits, which they may interpeet as an intrusion into family privacy or
an attempt to judge the home environment. Again, not all parents function
comfortably within the parent organization. Yet typically these hard-to-reach
pareats are those most in need of assistance.

Janet (sce page 6) exemplifies the most vulnerable parents. As a bright student

who had fallen through the cracks of the public school system, Janet was placed
acutely at risk by her environment. The process of empowerment through which
she moved as a program participant pointed her in a new direction, Now Janet's
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growing ability to control her life has elevated her to the position of active
change agent within her own coniext of reality. From this position, she derives
the skills to deal with the risk factors in her environment, thereby transforming it
into a positive, life-enhancing situation. She has attained power.

In Elizabeth’s case, the process of empowerment is an overt occurrence which
affects ever greater ranges of her life, her family, and her community as a whole.
But it is also true that not all parents evolve 10 the level exemplified by
Elizabeth. Not all parents aspire to community leadership, noe is this an
appropriate role for all parents. For some, such as Janet, growth appears as an
intemal process which is difficult to monitor through extemal criteria. For Janet,
attainment of the level of change agent might manifest itself in very different
terms from those apparent in Elizabeth’s history: for example, her increasing
reliance upon her own beliefs and feelings in guiding her life, as opposed to
those imposed on her by others. Laura’s sphere of influence as active change
agent, on the other hand, now includes both her children and her parents, as well
as her personal accomplishments (see page 4). These variations occur because
empowerment is based upon the inherent strengths of individuals, and these
strengths are themselves unique.

Empowerment: a direction for the future

It has been noted previously that risk factors accrete within the environment, so
that their negative effects on a given individual are impossible to predict. The
important corollary for ECFEP staff is that for every negative environmental
influence, there is an associated positive attribute. For example, poverty places
families at risk, but it also engenders the strength to cope with the problem; if
this were not so, people would not survive poverty. Residents of the South
Broadway community know that they are at risk — they have been told so by
waves of well-intentioned agencies who have come 10 ‘help’ them with their
many documented problems. In Father Pantin’s words, ‘Whenever we “help”
people by doing something for them we are telling these people explicitly or
implicitly: *You are a weak, ignorant people. You do not even know what is

good for you; so we the intelligent, the powerful, will do it for you",'?®

But although they are constantly made aware of their problems, many people
who have been placed at risk do not know that they have strengths. They do not
know that they are the experts on their own needs and those of their families and
children, Nor are they aware of the importance of their role as their children’s
prime educators, and of their unique ability to perform this crucial responsibility.
Such knowledge is gained not through ‘help’, but through the process of
empowerment.

The ultimate goal of ECFEP is total institutionalization within the community. As
families absorb more and more of the program’s methods and philosophies, it
becomes more their own. In essence this is a process of community
empowerment: ‘Without the empowerment of the community — without the
evolvement of patterns of self-help, self-reliance and self-activation; without the
development of human resources in, and of, the community; without the
fostering and support of local initiatives; indeed, without the community’s
assumption of responsibility and control for its own affairs and functioning —
without all these, the suct:ess of the most well-meaning early childhood
educational programme will be partial, at bes 27
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